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BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Desert Tortoise 

The desert tortoise is the largest reptile in the arid southwest United States. It historically 
occupied a range that included a variety of desert communities in southeastern California, 
southern Nevada, western and southern Arizona, southwestern Utah, and through Sonora and 
northern Sinoloa, Mexico. Today populations are largely fragmented and studies indicate a steady 
and dramatic decline over most of its former range. Additionally, because tortoises have long 
been prized as pets, collecting of wild tortoises has further reduced the population. Wildlife 
biologists estimate that between 1880 and 1970, five to eight million tortoises were taken from 
the desert by collectors. 

Recently, a highly contagious respiratory disease has infected tortoise populations, primarily in the 
western Mojave Desert region. While the disease seems to be mostly widespread in the western 
Mojave, cases have been documented in numerous widely scattered areas throughout the wider 
Mojave range of the tortoise. In one area of the western Mojave, the infection rate among 
individual tortoises increased from 9 to 52 percent based on surveys conducted between 1988 and 
1989. Isolated cases are believed to have the potential to cause widespread infection over a short 
time period. 

Given the continued habitat loss and the rapid decline in numbers of tortoises brought about by 
the disease, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service exercised its emergency authority and determined 
tortoise populations north and west of the Colorado River to be an endangered species under the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. The emergency rule was published in the Federal 
Register on August 4, 1989, and remained in effect until April 1, 1990. On April 2, 1990, the 
U .S. Fish and Wildlife Service officially listed the desert tortoise as a threatened species under the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended. 

Mohave Ground Squirrel 

The Mohave ground squirrel has been listed by the California Department of Fish & Game as a 
threatened species, thereby giving the animal protection under the California Endangered Species 
Act. The species is known to occur in the western Mohave Desert in portions of four counties 
including Inyo, Kern, San Bernardino, and Los Angeles (Clark, D 1991). 

The distribution of the Mohave ground squirrel is quite limited as compared to the distribution of 
other ground squirrel species (Hall, R. 1981 in Clark, D. 1991). The Mohave ground squirrel is 
found in several habitat types throughout the Mojave Desert including creosote bush scrub, 
saltbush scrub, and Joshua tree woodland communities. Degradation and destruction of the 
species' habitat and isolation of individual populations appear to be the primary factors in the 
species' decline (Clark, D. 1991). 
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Burrowing Owl 

The burrowing owl is a yearlong resident of open, dry grassland and desert habitats. The species 
was formerly common throughout central and southern California; however, the species has seen 
a significantly reduction over the last few decades due to development activities, farming 
activities, predation by dogs and cats, and habitat destruction (Zeiner 1990). Conversion of 
grassland and desert habitats to agricultural fields and residential developments have apparently 
contributed to the greatest amount of habitat destruction in recent decades. The reduction in 
population levels was noted as early as the 1940s. Burrowing owls primarily prey upon insects; 
although, small mammals, lizards, birds, and carrion makeup a portion of the owls diet (Zeiner 
1990). Burrowing owls typically utilize abandoned rodent burrows for roosting and nesting. 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 

The sharp-shinned hawk is a somewhat common migrant and winter resident throughout 
California and is found in some areas of the Mohave Desert where suitable habitat is present CFG 
1990). The species typically occurs in dense stands of trees relatively close to open areas. It 
breeds in ponderosa pine forest and in riparian woodlands, and often forages at the edges of 
woodlands, hedgerows, brushy pastures and shorelines where migrating birds are found. Typically 
uses all types of habitats during the winter except for alpine, open prairies, and bare desert areas 
(CFG 1990). 

Loggerhead Shrike 

The loggerhead shrike is a relatively common and winter resident throughout California where it 
occurs in open habitats with scattered shrubs and trees (CFG 1990). Does not occur in heavily 
urbanized areas, but does occasionally in croplands (CFG 1990). In California, breeds from 
March to May and nests in densely foliage shrubs or trees. 


